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Molly doesn’t remember exactly when she 
sees him for the first time. She really only notices 
him because at 10:30 in the morning on a swelter­
ing July day you usually don't see men like him 
at the gym. She can tell right off he isn't one of 
the bodybuilders with their huge biceps, grunting 
loudly as they push out one more set. His look 
is more refined; he’s tall —about 6 ’3” — and slim 
with light brown hair and an intelligent face. She 
remembers thinking he looked vaguely familiar and 
trying to figure out how she knew him. A few days 
later, while she is in the frozen food aisle at Star 
Market, her hand poised over a neon-colored box 
of Chloe’s favorite Popsicles, it comes to her. The 
reason she had recognized him is that he looks so 
much like the composite image she had mentally 
created years ago of the type of man she wanted 
to marry. Molly smiles slightly as she places the 
box of Popsicles in her grocery cart; her husband, 
Sam, who is short with dark, curly hair, looks 
nothing like him.
Molly has been working out every morning at 
the same gym for over ten years. She usually keeps 
to herself, her headphones attached to the bright 
yellow Walkman Velcroed around her wrist, as she 
expertly makes her way through the maze of free 
weights and cardio equipment. Over the years, 
she has developed only a few acquaintances at the 
gym, purposely avoiding the herds of spandex-clad 
women who move together like cattle from the 
locker room to their Spinning classes, noisily com­
paring manicurists and school districts. Although 
Molly is occasionally approached at the gym by 
men, drawn she assumes to her long blonde hair 
and toned physique, their attempts at conversation 
have always seemed feeble and halfhearted to her, 
and anyway, she is not the flirtatious type.
Maybe because he bears such a striking resem­
blance to the man who had played the central role 
in her single fantasies, or perhaps just because she
is bored, Molly starts searching for him each morn­
ing when she arrives at the gym. While she lifts her 
weights and runs on the treadmill, she watches him 
weave through the cavernous room. She notices 
how he takes his time, stopping often to chat with 
friends, and she wonders to herself how he knows 
them and what they are talking about. Molly sees 
him lying on a bench, pressing an eighty-pound 
barbell, and she stares at him, mesmerized, as his 
chest rises and shudders and falls.
All summer long, she watches. Finally, one day 
as she is leaving the gym, Molly points him out to 
one of the young girls who works behind the front 
desk. “Hey, do you happen to know who that guy 
is?” Molly asks.
Looking up from the blender where she is mix­
ing a protein drink, the girl turns in the direction 
where Molly is gazing. "Who? The guy wearing 
the University of Michigan T-shirt ?” she asks over 
the noisy whirring sound of the machine. Molly 
nods.
The young girl switches off the blender and 
smiles. She takes the lid off and peers inside, 
inspecting the creamy liquid. As she pours it into 
a large Fitness World paper cup, she says, “Sure. 
Everyone knows Neil —he’s been working out 
here for years. Nice guy. He teaches English over 
at Emerson College.”
Molly thanks her and walks slowly out of the 
gym, rolling his name around her mouth for a few 
moments. She gets into her car, opening the win­
dows to let some air in. An academic, she thinks, 
putting her key into the ignition. He probably 
doesn’t have classes until later in the day. That 
explains how he can be at the gym at 10:00 in the 
morning, when most of the men that Molly knows 
have already been at work for hours. Like Sam, 
her husband, she thinks, who at this very moment, 
is probably sitting in his large corner office on 
the 33rd floor of One Financial Center, his brow
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furrowed as he peers at his computer screen and 
analyzes stock prices, his phone perched between 
his shoulder and chin.
******
Molly wakes up early, just before daybreak. 
The windows in the bedroom are open, and the 
New England air feels crisp Summer is over, she 
thinks; in a few  weeks, the girls will be back at 
school. As she lies in bed. her mind still fuzzy with 
sleep. Molly feels a strange sensation, a shifting 
of sorts.
She looks over at Sam, burrowed under the 
covers, making the same soft whistling sound he 
always makes when he is in a deep sleep. She props 
herself up on her elbows and surveys the room, lit 
by the pale orange and purple-blue hues of dawn. 
Wasn 7 that chair closer to the wall, she wonders. 
And w hat about her purse over there on the bureau? 
She could have sworn she had left it on her night 
table last night before she had gone to sleep. It’s as 
if someone has crept into their bedroom during the 
dead of night and moved every thing around, ever so 
slightly. Shaking her head, she lies back down and 
shuts her eyes tightly. When she does, she sees an 
image of Neil in his blue mesh shorts and T-shirt, 
lying on a bench, pressing a barbell.
Sometime near the end of August, right around 
Sam’s 45th birthday, Molly believes that Neil has 
noticed her, too. Whenever she looks up. he is ei­
ther standing nearby or heading in her direction. On 
a few occasions, he's actually smiled at her over the 
machines and nodded hello. Is it possible that Neil 
has noticed that she's been watching him all this 
time? She had tried so hard to be discreet. Or has 
she somehow summoned him to her? Is her long­
ing for him so powerful, so potent, that it is being 
telepathically communicated to him? Whenever 
he comes too close, Molly feels dizzy, sick almost. 
Every nerve-ending in her body is poised, ready to 
react. Flustered, she moves away.
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When fall arrives, the air feels brisker than ever.
The burnt-red and yellow leaves that the landscap­
e s  rake into neat piles each week are larger and 
more colorful than Molly remembers. She wakes 
early every morning, bursting with energy. She 
begins to make extravagant breakfasts for her fam­
ily: thick pieces of French toast topped with fresh 
blueberries. Spanish omelettes with green peppers 
and imported mushrooms, homemade oatmeal with 
fresh ground cinnamon, even cheese popovers and 
corn bread from scratch. Sam and the girls come 
down the stairs each morning, sniffing the air. 
marveling at the food. While they sit at the table, 
drinking fresh-squeezed orange juice, Molly leans 
against the granite island, her arms wrapped around 
her waist, pulling her short robe tightly against her 
body. She watches them eat. barely able to conceal 
her impatience to have them finish and be out of 
the house.
Sam finally wipes his mouth with his napkin 
and stands up. He walks to the mirror in the hall­
way, adjusts his tie. He gets his navy wool coat out 
of the closet and holds it up close to the hallway 
light, inspecting it for any dust that may have col­
lected during the night. He shakes it slightly, then 
folds it lengthwise in half, and places it neatly over 
his left arm. Picking up his briefcase, he pecks 
Molly on the cheek before going into the garage. 
Molly and the girls stop talking for an instant and 
listen to the noisy metal sound of the electric garage 
door opening and closing.
A few minutes later. Molly walks into the 
mudroom, and like a magician pulling a trio of 
rabbits out of a black silk hat, she reappears in 
the kitchen with the girls' backpacks and fleece 
jackets. She hugs each daughter and then watches 
as they walk down the long pebbled driveway to 
the mailbox where they wait for the school bus. 
Lily and Chloe are whispering to each other, little 
clouds of steam coming from their mouths. Tamara 
trails a few yards behind them, kicking at the stray 
leaves with her Barbie sneakers. Molly waits in 
the mudroom, watching them through the small 
leaded-glass window, twisting a piece of her long
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blonde hair around her forefinger. By the time the 
bus arrives, the hair is coiled tightly around her 
finger like a snake.
Molly turns around and hurries up the peach- 
carpeted circular staircase and down the hallway 
that leads to the master bathroom, her favorite room 
in the house. She locks the door behind her and 
switches the radio on the marble counter to 98.5 
FM Classic Rock. She unties her robe and shrugs it 
off her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. Pulling 
her short silk nightgow n over her head, she turns on 
the water in the shower. Molly washes quickly and 
then wraps a towel around herself and sits down 
on the small wicker chair in front of her vanity. 
While she dries her hair and applies her makeup, 
she sings softly along with the music.
When she’s done, she looks in the mirror. Her 
face is flushed, right above her cheekbones, and 
her eyes are shining. She looks prettier than she 
usually does. Standing up. Molly marvels at how 
ridiculously happy it makes her just knowing that 
in twenty minutes, she’ll be at the gym, in the same 
room as Neil, breathing the same air.
Walking into her closet, Molly pulls open a 
drawer, rustling through it until she finds the right 
pair of black tights and her favorite tank top. She 
dresses quickly, puts on her sneakers and heads 
back downstairs. As she grabs her keys from the 
hook on the wall, she checks the clock on the oven 
and nods with satisfaction. It’s 9:50. Perfect. She’ll 
get to the gym by 10:00, right around the time that 
he gets there.
if % 'Jf.
Molly and Sam take the girls to Florida for 
the Christmas school break. Her first day back at 
the gym, Molly has just begun her workout when 
Neil walks directly over to her, motioning with his 
hands for her to remove her headphones. Molly’s 
breath quickens; her fingers tremble as she takes 
them off.
“Happy New Year,” he says, his tone so casual 
that Molly is confused. Is he talking to me? she 
wonders, glancing around. She looks up at him,
and he is watching her face intently, his eyes dark 
and serious.
Molly's face flushes. She takes a deep breath, 
struggling to collect herself. “Thanks...same to 
you.”
“ I hope I 'm not intruding. I see you here a lot... 
and I just thought I'd say hello.”
“No, no, that’s fine,” Molly says. “ It’s strange 
really, how you can walk by the same people here, 
day in and day out, without saying hello. It seems 
wrong, somehow.” Her voice is echoing loudly in 
her head, and she knows she’s babbling. “Well, 
anyway,” she says, shaking her head, “I’m Molly.” 
She extends her hand.
“Neil," he says, shaking her hand. “Nice to 
meet you.” His hands are big, larger than Sam ’s, 
and she likes the way he shakes her hand. He has 
a solid grip, but not too firm —he doesn't crush 
her fingers together like so many people seem to 
do these days, just to make sure you know they're 
capable.
Neil asks Molly about herself, and she tells 
him she lives in the next town and is married with 
three daughters.
“You don’t look like you could possibly have 
three children,” he says. People say this to Molly 
all the time —so often, in fact, that she usually 
doesn’t give it much thought. But when Neil says 
it, it actually sounds like a compliment.
“Thanks,” she says. “Chloe’s our oldest—she’s 
eleven but she thinks she’s fifteen." Molly rolls her 
eyes. “My middle one is Lily —she’s eight years 
old, and then Tamara, the baby, is five.” God, she’s 
prattling on again. She stops and looks up at Neil, 
but he’s listening attentively, nodding his head.
“Do you work?” he asks.
“Not anymore. I used to,” she says, “but I 
stopped six years ago, right before Tamara was 
born.” She pauses. “What do you do?”
When he tells her, Molly feigns surprise. “An 
English professor? That’s so great. I read all of 
the time —really, at least a book, sometimes two, 
a week.” It’s true, but when she hears herself say­
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ing it, she’s embarrassed by how silly she sounds. 
Molly tucks her hair behind her ears. “ 1 majored 
in Economics when I was in college." Molly says. 
“Sometimes though, 1 really wish I had studied 
literature.’’
"Really?” Neil says. “ It’s not too late, you 
know. You could always go back to school.” 
"Maybe." She pauses. "My life is kind of hectic 
right now." She looks back up at him. "Do you 
have any kids?”
Neil draws his head back and opens his eyes 
wide in mock horror. Laughing, he raises his 
eyebrows, shakes his head. "I 'm  not even mar­
ried. I'm thirty-two,” he adds, as if that explained 
everything.
Although she had never really thought about his 
age, she had assumed he was about the same age 
as she. "I 'm  ten years older than you," she says, 
quickly. The second it comes out of her mouth she 
regrets it. wondering if he'll think she's too old.
Neil shrugs, unfazed. "Really? You look a lot 
younger." He brings his water bottle to his lips and 
takes a long sip. “So what type of work did you do 
before you had kids?”
“ I was in advertising for ten years; I was a 
copywriter," she says. “ In Manhattan for ten years, 
and then for a few years in Boston."
“You were in Manhattan ? I went to 
NYU for undergrad,” he says.
“You're kidding? We lived right 
near Washington Square.” she says. 
“When did you live there?"
“I graduated in 1992,” he says, 
“so...from *88 to ‘92.”
"That’s so weird,” says Molly, 
. “we lived there from '89 to ‘91." 
They both laugh, and Neil starts 
talking about some of the places 
f  where he used to hang out. They dis­
cover that they had both gone to several 
of the same bars and restaurants and that 
each had spent a lot of time at the same 
neighborhood bookstore.
When Molly finally happens to glance at her 
watch, she is surprised by the time. "Wow. it’s al­
ready 12:(X) ” she says. “ I’ve got to get going.”
Neil smiles. “ Hey...it was nice talking to
you.”
“Yeah." says Molly. “Same here.” She hesitates 
for a second and then walks toward the lockers. 
Molly can feel his eyes watching her as she crosses 
the room. Just as she is about to go into the locker 
room, he calls out to her.
"Molly?” She turns around. He's still standing 
in the spot where they were talking, clear across 
the room. “Thanks,” he yells out. a broad grin on 
his face.
Molly looks at Neil and tilts her head, as if to 
ask him, “What for?”
“For saying hi," he shouts back, as if it’s obvi­
ous. A heavyset brunette running on the treadmill 
looks up at Neil, frowning. He ignores her, his 
eyes on Molly.
Molly blushes. Smiling, she mouths back, 
"You're welcome.” For the rest of the day, Molly 
can't stop thinking about Neil. As she shops for 
groceries and picks up Sam's shirts at the dry clean­
ers, cleans up the breakfast dishes and makes the 
beds, drives the girls home from soccer and helps 
them with their homework, cooks dinner and loads 
the dishwasher. Molly goes over every detail, every 
word of their conversation.
Later that night, she climbs into bed next to 
Sam, who is thumbing through the latest issue of 
G olf and Leisure, his reading glasses perched on 
the tip of his nose. "Does Lily have a basketball 
game tomorrow?” he asks.
“Uh-huh," Molly nods.
“What time?”
“5:30 at the middle school gym,” she says.
’T i l  try to leave work early so I can come,” 
he says.
"She'll love that.”
"OK then,” he says, as he turns a page without 
looking at her. Molly turns off the light above her 
side of the bed and closes her eyes. It's remarkable.
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she thinks. Neil is literally the first person she’s 
spoken to in years who seems sincerely interested 
in the part of her that isn’t a wife and mother—a 
part of herself that even she often forgets still ex­
ists. Molly rolls on to her side and pulls the thick 
down comforter up over her shoulders, wondering 
suddenly what it would be like to be sleeping next 
to Neil’s long, slim body, his large hands wrapped 
around her waist.
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The next morning, in the light of day, Molly is 
terrified by the intensity of her feelings. It’s as if 
Neil has moved into the house, taken up permanent 
residency in the empty guest room at the end of 
the hall, his gym shorts and U of Michigan T-shirt 
folded neatly in the dresser, his Nike sneakers 
with the big black swooshes tucked beneath the 
bed. When she brushes her teeth, Molly imagines 
him standing in the corner, talking to her. While 
she makes her coffee, she feels him sitting at the 
table, watching her, waiting.
Molly resolves not to go to the gym. For three 
days, she fills her mornings with other activities. 
On the fourth day, a Friday, it dawns on her that 
if she doesn’t go to the gym, she’ll have to wait 
until Monday to see Neil. She hurriedly throws her 
things into her gym bag.
By coincidence (or fate, she wonders later), 
Molly arrives at the entrance to the gym at precisely 
the same moment as Neil. He greets her warmly 
and holds the large glass door open for her as they 
walk in together. “I haven’t seen you since Mon­
day,” he says, his forehead furrowed. “I thought 
you work out every day?”
He must like me i f  h e ’s keeping track o f  my 
schedule, she thinks. “I usually do, but one of my 
daughters was home sick with flu.”
“What are you working on today?” he asks.
“Legs and biceps,” Molly says.
“Want some company?” Neil asks.
“Sure,” she says. Her heart is pounding. “Let 
me put my stuff away. I'll be right out.” Molly 
walks quickly to the locker room. When she comes
back out, Neil is waiting for her by the water 
fountain.
Molly and Neil move methodically through 
the gym, discussing which muscle group they will 
target and which exercise they will do. They talk as 
they work out, mostly about literature and music; 
the only time they are quiet is during the last few 
reps of a set, when the weights feel heavier. Molly 
tells him her favorite authors are Joyce Carol Oates 
and John Steinbeck; Neil nods approvingly and 
says he likes Richard Ford and Andre Dubus —the 
father, he says, not the son. They discover they both 
spend at least part of each Sunday doing the New  
York Times crossword puzzle (“Pen or pencil?” asks 
Neil) and that they both love playing board games, 
especially Scrabble and Othello.
He asks her who her favorite musician is, and 
when she tells him Joni Mitchell, he shakes his 
head in disbelief. “Oh God, no,” he says laughing. 
“She's so depressing.”
“She is not,” Molly protests. “She’s a genius.” 
She looks up at Neil from the chair where she 
is doing bicep curls. H e’s explaining to her why 
Buddy Holly is the greatest musician of all time. 
Molly notes that Neil’s bottom front tooth on the 
right side is out of alignment and that he obviously 
hasn’t shaved for a day or two. She decides that 
he’s the best-looking man she has ever seen.
^
From that day forward, all through the long, 
cold winter, they meet at the gym every day at 
10:00 to work out together. By the time the snow 
has melted and signs of spring are emerging, Molly 
has heard every detail of his childhood, his family, 
his friends, his work. She knows the name of his 
college roommate who works as a general doctor 
in the Appalachians. She knows how self-conscious 
Neil is about his love handles and that he’s wor­
ried he’s going to lose all his hair before he is 40 
because his grandfather did. Although Molly never 
talks about Sam, Neil tells her all about the differ­
ent women he sees, bemoaning the flaws in each 
that he invariably discovers after only a few dates.
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She knows Neil’s up late at night worrying about 
whether he'll make tenure, and that when he can't 
sleep, he works on a book he’s been writing for over 
three years about the history of game shows.
Neil knows all about Molly, too. He’s heard 
about her nutty mother who drives her crazy, and 
about how hard it was for Molly when her father 
passed away from cancer when she was sixteen. He 
knows she slept with a lot of boys in college and 
that she did acid twice. Neil has heard about how 
Molly used to be so bored at work that she would 
sneak out for a few hours in the middle of the day 
to go to the movies, where she would prop her legs 
up on the chair in front of her and go through two 
boxes of Raisinets. Molly has told him how hard 
it is to buy shoes for her size 10 1/2 feet and how 
much she hates having to check off the box next to 
Homemaker whenever she tills out a form 
that asks for Occupation. He 
knows that Lily gives her a hard 
time and that she worries about 
Chloe feeling left out because 
she's a middle child.
W J  J  '-'/i The only topic that Molly
J and Neil never, ever discuss 
is what they mean to each 
other. For Molly, the time 
I she spends with Neil each
- '  morning is what keeps her
going for the rest of the 
day. She feels alive for the 
first time in her life, even 
though she knows how silly 
that sounds.
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The days are getting warm­
er and the school year is coming 
to an end. At home, Sam and the 
girls enthusiastically discuss summer 
camp and make plans for their annual 
vacation on Lake Winnipesaukee. 
Molly sits quietly at the dining room 
table, studying her hands. The thought
of not seeing Neil for two weeks is painful. Sam 
looks over at her. shaking his head slightly in 
disapproval.
Sam’s known about Neil for months now. Early 
on. she had decided to be open with Sam about her 
relationship with Neil. Although she considered it 
unlikely. Molly knew there was a possibility that 
Sam might somehow find out that she was work­
ing out with some guy at the gym. “Neil’s just a 
friend,’’ she had told Sam. “Of course it’s platonic. 
For G od’s sake, he’s ten years younger than me,” 
she had said, rolling her eyes. “ He’s like a little 
brother.”
Molly thought that being open about Neil might 
make her relationship with him seem less threaten­
ing to Sam, but the strategy backfires. Like a four­
teen-year-old girl who can't stop talking about the 
boy she has a crush on. Molly ends up mentioning 
Neil far too often, and Sam soon realizes that Molly 
and Neil are more than friends.
His first reaction is confusion. “We have a good 
marriage; what is he giving you that I can’t?” he 
asks. Molly holds her position, insisting that she 
and Neil are just good friends. Before long. Sam's 
contusion changes to anger, and he starts arguing 
with her about the amount of time she spends at the 
gym each day. “Why does it take you two hours at 
the gym?" he asks. And then finally, “If you don't 
care that much about him and you know it both­
ers me, then why don't you just switch gyms?” he 
challenges.
The marriage is infected. Molly’s bad habits, 
which Sam has grudgingly tolerated for years, 
are now completely unacceptable to him. “Does 
every single light in the house have to be on all 
the time?" he mutters each night when he arrives 
home from work, walking through the hallways 
of their house, angrily switching off lights. As he 
opens the bills, he shakes his head in disgust. “What 
did you need at Saks that cost $329?” When she’s 
pouring lukewarm wonton soup from a greasy 
take-out container into ceramic bowls, Sam rolls 
his eyes, “You ordered in again? Too busy to cook
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today, huh?”
Molly starts avoiding Sam whenever she can, 
limiting their conversations to terse discussions of 
the children and their activities.
The summer is unusually rainy and humid. Lily 
and Chloe are at sleepaway camp and Molly drops 
Tamara off each morning at a nearby day camp. 
Sam’s been working long hours at the office, leav­
ing early and coming home late.
Molly is sitting at the kitchen table alone in 
her house eating lunch —a container of yogurt and 
a can of Diet Coke. The television, turned to the 
12:30 local news, drones on in the background. 
Right now, she thinks, Neil’s eating lunch with 
his father. At the gym this morning, Neil had 
said he was taking his father out to lunch for his 
birthday and had asked Molly where they should 
go. A seafood restaurant, he had said. Nothing too 
pretentious, because his dad wasn't like that, he 
had added. Molly had recommended The Seafarer, 
a small restaurant in the next town that catered 
mostly to workers in a nearby industrial park. 
Molly had been there once, years ago, after look­
ing at some carpet in one of the showrooms with 
her interior designer.
She imagines Neil and his father having lunch, 
sitting in white plastic chairs at one of the little 
tables covered with red checkerboard plastic cloth. 
She can see Neil waiting for the waitress to bring 
out his food, an amber-colored bottle of Sam Ad­
ams in front of him, the scent of fried fish floating 
out from the kitchen. Molly feels a jagged pang of 
regret. She’ll never eat at a restaurant with Neil; 
she’ll never meet his father. She’ll never go to the 
movies with him or to the beach or to a concert. 
They’ll never stay up late watching TV together or 
jump into the car for an impulsive road trip. She’ll 
never know what it would feel like to wake up in 
the middle of the night and see Neil lying in bed 
next to her, fast asleep.
Molly swirls the spoon around and around in 
the Dannon container until the consistency of the
yogurt gets so thin it drips off the side of the spoon. 
No, she thinks. I ’ll be married to Sam for the rest 
of my life. I will never ask him for a divorce. I 
couldn’t do that to him or the kids. Sam's a nice 
man, a good husband, a great father. It’s not his 
fault that w e’ve grown apart.
Molly’s known for a long time, way before she 
met Neil, that her marriage with Sam was unravel­
ing. Although they had been very happy during the 
early years of their marriage, over time the day-to- 
day grind of living, the routine of it all, had created 
a wedge between them. They had been so intent 
on making sure they were being good parents, so 
focused on paying the bills on time and decorating 
the house just so, that at some undefined moment, 
they had stopped talking to one another, stopped 
listening, stopped being a couple.
Molly had stood by silently, a witness to and an 
accomplice in the steady deterioration of their mar­
riage. She had seen it happening but hadn’t done a 
thing about it. It had been easier that way. She had 
assumed that one day, when things got bad enough 
or when they had more free time, they would both 
make it a priority to work on their marriage, to 
figure out how to regain the closeness that they had 
once shared. The important thing was that Sam had 
always been in love with her and had gone out of 
his way to make sure she was happy.
Until now.
The girls come back from summer camp, sun­
tanned and independent. It’s Saturday morning and 
Sam takes them to the mall so that Molly can pack 
up for their trip to the lake. They are leaving the 
day after tomorrow, and Molly has packed only 
for Tamara so far. She is in Chloe’s room, stacking 
shorts and bathing suits and underwear into neat 
piles in a suitcase, when a wave of exhaustion rolls 
over her. She moves the suitcase off the twin bed 
and lies down. Turning on her side, she looks out 
the window at the huge maple tree that takes up 
most of their backyard. When the girls were little, 
they had named it the Beanstalk Tree because it
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grew so quickly. Twelve years ago, when they had 
first moved in, the newly-planted tree had stood 
barely two feet tall. To their amazement, by the 
time Lily was bom only a few months later, it had 
tripled in size.
Three years later, when they brought Chloe 
home from the hospital, Lily insisted they measure 
the tree and record its height in Chloe’s baby book. 
Sam had dragged the heavy 16-foot metal ladder 
out from the garage and propped it against the 
side of the tree. Molly had steadied 
the ladder for him, still in her 
maternity jeans, her breasts 
swollen with milk, while 
Sam  c a u t io u s ly  m ade 
his way up to the top. 
“Twenty feet!” he had 
yelled down. Lily had 
twirled around with 
e x c i te m e n t ,  w hile  
Molly looked up at 
Sam , w o n d e r in g  
what she had done 
to deserve all of this 
happiness.
M olly  gets  up 
and walks over to 
the window, her eyes 
moving up to the top 
of the Beanstalk. It 
must be well over fifty 
feet by now, tow er­
ing over the telephone 
poles on either side of 
their house. The branches 
are beginning to encroach on 
the neighbors' lawns again, and 
Molly reminds herself to call and 
schedule the tree people to trim 
the branches.
She turns to the clock —Sam 
and the girls are probably eating 
lunch at the mall now. She imag­
ines them sitting in the Food Court, the girls eating 
Happy Meals, Sam eating a slice of pizza. N eil’s 
probably at home, in front of his computer screen, 
doing research for his book.
This is unbearable, she thinks. When I'm  at 
home with Sam, all I think about is how much I wish 
I were with Neil. But then when I am with Neil, I ’m 
miserable because we never acknowledge our true 
feelings fo r  each other; I never touch him or hold 
him. From her perspective, she’s feeling all of the 
guilt that goes along with having an affair without 
any of the pleasure.
A gust of wind moves against the maple tree, its 
large branches swaying back and forth. I need to be 
with Neil, really be with him, she thinks, even i f  i t ’s 
ju st fo r  a few  hours. Even i f  it's ju st one time.
It’s 10:10 on Monday morning, and the tem­
perature outside is already 92 degrees. When she 
walks into the air-conditioned gym, her skin feels 
clammy. Neil is waiting for her by the cardio equip­
ment. They decide to start with biceps, and as they 
walk over to the free weights, Neil begins telling 
her about a rooftop barbecue he had gone to the pre­
vious night, where the host had gotten so drunk that 
he had passed out right in the middle of grilling the 
hamburgers. Molly tries to pay attention, to laugh 
at all the right moments, but her heart is pounding 
so loudly she can hardly hear what Neil is saying. 
When he finally finishes the story, Molly says, “I 
really need to talk to you about something.” 
“Yeah?” Neil says. He has picked up two 15- 
pound weights and begins a set of bicep curls. His 
eyes are on the mirror, watching his reflection. 
“Look at those guns," he says, motioning to his 
biceps and grinning.
Molly smiles. “I’ll wait until you are done.” 
He finishes and hands her the weights. “Your 
turn." Molly looks at the weights in her hands for 
a second and then slowly leans down and places 
them on the floor. She sits down on the worn red 
leather bench and looks up at Neil.
When he sees the serious look on her face, he
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sits down next to her. a few inches away on the 
bench. “We have to talk,” she repeats. “About us...” 
she says quietly.
“What about us?" he asks.
“I just can 't go on like this anymore." Molly 
says slowly, shaking her head.
"Like what?” Neil asks, looking confused.
"Like never talking about our relationship.” 
she says.
"What do you want to talk about?” he asks. He 
is looking at her strangely.
She can't believe how hard Neil is making this. 
“About how difficult it is for us to not really be 
together,” she blurts out. The dam opens and the 
words pour out. "Do you have any idea how hard it 
is for me at home? You’ve invaded my life. 1 think 
about you all of the time, from the second I wake up 
until the moment I go to sleep. I've never felt about 
anyone the way I feel about you, and seeing you 
for a few hours each morning is just not enough.” 
Molly pauses, her heart racing. She looks at Neil. 
"We deserve more.”
Neil turns and stares out the window of the 
gym, his face frozen into an expression that she 
has never seen before. Her eyes follow his, and she 
watches as a FedEx truck pulls up to the front of 
the gym. The driver gets out, a white and purple en­
velope in his hand, and heads toward the entrance. 
In the background, she can hear the muffled sound 
of disco music coming from an aerobic class in an 
adjacent room.
Slowly, Neil turns to her. Very softly, so softly 
that she has to strain just to hear him, he says, “I 
am so sorry, Molly, but I just don’t feel that way 
about you. I had no idea...” his voice trails off. 
“Jesus Christ, you should have said something a 
long time ago.” He looks back out the window. 
“Why d idn’t you say something?” he repeats, 
shaking his head.
Molly looks down at her hands, blinking back 
tears. I t ’s impossible. There is absolutely no way, no 
way at all, that he does not love me. Molly shakes 
her head and looks at him. “I don’t believe you,”
she says finally.
“Well, you should,” he replies.
“Well, I c an ’t,” she whispers back angrily. 
Molly stands up and walks away quickly.
Two days later, Molly and Sam are in New 
Hampshire, sitting on white Adirondack chairs on 
a small knoll that lies between the shingled house 
they rent and the lake. The sun is shining bril­
liantly and the air is dry. Sam has on shorts and a 
golf T-shirt; Molly is wearing a black bikini, dark 
sunglasses covering her eyes. Lily is lying on a 
huge banana-shaped float in the middle of the lake, 
reading Teen magazine while she suns herself. 
Chloe and Tamara are sitting on the grass, a few 
feet from the shore, drinking lemonade juice boxes 
and eating M&Ms with their eyes closed, trying to 
guess what colors they've got in their mouths.
Molly leans her head back against the hard 
wooden slats of the chair. The sun is beating down 
against her face, burning into her face, making 
her head pound. This must be how you fee l when 
someone you love dies, she thinks. Like shit. Last 
night, she had told Sam that she wasn't feeling 
well and had gone to bed right after dinner. She 
had slept straight through the night, not waking up 
until past noon on the following day. She had heard 
Sam downstairs making lunch for the girls, but had 
waited until they had finished and gone back down 
to the lake before getting up and making her way 
into the kitchen. Glancing at the sink, which was 
overflowing with dishes from last night's dinner 
and this morning’s breakfast and lunch, Molly had 
turned right around and headed back upstairs to put 
on her bathing suit.
“Did you put lotion on your face?” asks Sam. 
“The sun is really strong today.”
“Yep,” she says. “Before I came out.” Maybe 
Neil is scared to get involved with me because I'm  
married and have kids, she thinks.
Sam leans over, putting his face two inches 
away from hers. He squints his eyes, checking to 
make sure she really has sunscreen on her face.
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He's worried about her wrinkles; sun damage is 
one of his pet peeves. “Really?" he asks.
“Yes,” she says irritably. Maybe Neil thinks 
I'm  too old; la m  10years older than he. Molly 
looks out on the lake. It's like a sheet of 
glass today; the only movement is right 
around Lily's float.
Sam leans over and reaches for 
her hand. “Want to buy a couple 
of live lobsters and cook them 
tonight?’’ he asks.
“Sure ,” Molly nods her 
head. Is it a moral issue fo r  
Neil?
"You won't mind the mess 
in the kitchen?” he asks.
“Nope.” But i f  that's the 
y  ■. case, what has the whole rela-
^  tionship been about? Maybe
his feelings aren't as strong 
as hers, but they're not just 
friends, she's sure of that.
T he B e an s ta lk  T ree
Her head is pounding. M olly closes her eyes.
“I said yellow ,” Tamara whines, opening her 
mouth to reveal the brown and yellow  remnants o f  
a half-eaten M&M.
“You said red, you liar!” Chloe screams. Molly 
looks over just in time to see Tamara smack Chloe 
on the arm. Chloe pinches her back hard and Ta­
mara starts to cry. Both girls come running toward 
M olly, crying, “M ommy, M om m y.” M olly sits 
up and looks sternly at both girls. Sam ’s eyes are 
closed; he’s either asleep or pretending to be.
“Chloe, please don’t tease your little sister. 
And Tamara, if  Chloe is bothering you, you can’t 
hit her. You have to tell me first. Then, I can take 
care o f it.” M olly lies back down. So this is it, she 
thinks. Her life stretches out before her like parallel 
yellow  lines in the middle o f a perfectly flat and 
endless highway.
“But, M om,” wails Tamara. “You never help 
us. All you ever do is sleep.”
“Yeah, M om,” Chloe says accusingly. “You 
never play with us; you never do anything with
us. You’ve been sleeping ever since we got here.” 
Molly sits up wearily and looks over at Sam. H e’s 
sitting up now, too, looking at her, his eyes full of 
disappointment.
Sam stands up and takes off his shirt. “You do 
look tired. Honey. Why don't you rest?” Molly 
knows he is being sarcastic.
Turning his back to her, he takes off his sun­
glasses and puts them down on his chair. He scoops 
up Chloe in one arm and Tamara in the other. “Ev­
eryone in the water,” he yells. Sam runs toward the 
lake, staggering from the weight of the children. 
He leaps into the water, throwing the shrieking 
girls high up in the air. Molly stares at the lake as 
Chloe and Tamara's bodies shatter the stillness, 
creating huge swells of water. Molly doesn’t no­
tice the girls resurface, grinning and laughing. Her 
eyes are tracking the waves as they travel across 
the lake, getting smaller and smaller. When they 
finally disappear, reabsorbed into lake, she leans 
back and closes her eyes.
